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Abstract 
In this paper we discuss the phenomenon of mobile libraries with special reference to the Greek context. First we provide an 
overview of the history of mobile libraries internationally. Then we proceed to our case study presenting new data on the profile 
of the majority of mobile libraries’ users and on the operation mode of such a particular case of libraries in Greece. By way of 
conclusion we reflect on their current state providing an explanation for the reasons which have led to the decline of this 
institution in recent years. Lastly, we discuss the social mission of mobile libraries (which operate largely also as school 
libraries), attempting a correlation between the function of the welfare state and its obligations to citizens as an issue directly 
implicated to the future and present of mobile libraries. 
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1. Introduction: a history of the mobile library 
The first Mobile Libraries were horse-driven carriages carrying books, which functioned as mobile lending 
libraries making books available to citizens across even the furthest and remote rural areas. According to historian 
Ιan Orton, one such example, ‘one of the most revolutionary progressive libraries of the nineteenth century’, was 
the Library Warrington Perambulating, which toured across Cheshire in 1858, lending approximately a total of 
12.000 books annually. In the United States, one of the first mobile libraries, the People’s Free Library, was 
instituted in 1904. It can be described as a wagon carried by a mule, which transferred wooden boxes filled with 
books to the citizens in rural areas of Chester County in South Carolina. Another similar example of a mobile 
library is instituted just before 1902, being an initiative of Mary Lemist Titcomb (1857-1932), a librarian at 
Washington County of Maryland. In 1905 this library, consisted in a wagon filled completely with books, gave the 
opportunity to the citizens of the most remote areas of the county to get in touch with books and with reading. 
  Els vier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licens /by-nc-nd/3.0/).
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After the 2nd World War specially constructed vehicles emerged, the so-called ‘book-cars’. Gerstenslager is a 
company noted for its presence in the manufacture of book-cars during the 1950s and its role was significant in the 
U.S.A.  
Nowadays, examples of mobile libraries may be found to operate worldwide, their shapes and form being 
variable, depending on the country and the areas they serve (e.g. island, rural, semi-urban areas). In Kenya, for 
example, we may find mobile libraries adjusted on camels, however in most countries we encounter mobile 
libraries in the form of book-cars, and as a rule, mobile libraries are supported by Public libraries. 
In Greece, with the help of UNESCO, the Ministry of Education launched in 1957 the use of book-cars. During 
the decade that lapsed between 1957-1966, 1610 borrowing centers could be found in operation across the country 
(Semertzidou, 2008). The Public Library of Thessaloniki, for example, supported the function of a book-car since 
1963, which visited the neighborhoods and schools of the Municipality and later on other Municipalities 
(Municipality of Thessaloniki, 2009).  
The institution of the mobile library as a form of a mobile lending library tied to the operation of Public 
Libraries was in place in Greece in the beginning of the ‘70s, when 19 Public Central Libraries in total, with 20 
mobile units were regularly visiting more than 1800 schools and another 1750 lending centers, even in the most 
remote areas of the Greek regions.1  One special case comprises the mobile unit acquired by the Public Central 
Library of Veria in 1993, in the framework of the program Mobile, which was funded by European Union and at 
its very beginnings, Public Libraries of Borders (Scotland) and Friesland (The Netherlands) participated as well. 
This mobile unit was the first fully equipped with computers, printer, television and video player electronic mobile 
library in Greece (Public Central Library of Veria, 2006). 
Thus, until 1997, 25 Public Central Libraries kept 22 book-cars on the move; the latter visited several lending 
centers and schools all over the country. Mobile libraries may be seen thus to have helped consolidate a 
particularly strong bond between teachers, students and book-borrowing and often have successfully participated in 
events of many state schools, as the example of Zosimea Public Central Library of Ioannina demonstrates.2 Since 
1999, Public Central Libraries participated actively in the Operational Programs of Education and Initial 
Vocational Training (OPEIVT) I and ΙΙ of Ministry of National Education and Religious Affairs and implemented: 
1. The project ‘Support of educational practice from Mobile Libraries’, a program co-funded in 75% from 
the European Union and in 25% from National financial resources (Kolovou, 2006). This project planned: a. the 
enrichment of mobile libraries’ collections, b. the software upgrade, c. translation of the DEWEY decimal system 
in Greek, d. the acquisition – equip new units, e. recruitment of specialized personnel, f. training of personnel and 
users, g. promotion of the project, h. evaluation of the project.  
2. The project ‘Completion of the projects of Mobile Libraries’, which was co-funded in 80% from the 
European Union and in 20% from the Greek Sector. In this project that involved the supply of books, audiovisual 
material and computers 28 Public Central Libraries participated with their mobile units (National Documentation 
Center, 2011).3  
The outcome of Public Libraries’ participation in these two European Operational Projects was that 19 new 
book-cars, adapted for the transport of collections and equipped with PCs, video and television were ‘released’. In 
addition, the collections of the mobile units were enriched with new titles, their software was upgraded and 
specialized personnel was employed. These mobile libraries operated as Mobile Public Libraries or as Mobile 




1 See for example, “School Libraries, Mobile Libraries”, http://www.ekt.gr/school-library/kinites.htm 
2 See Zosimea Public Central Historic Library of Ioannina, “Mobile Libraries”, http://vivl-ioann.ioa.sch.gr/?page_id=35 
3 We add here that another Open Invitation in 2009 from the Operational Project ‘Education and Lifelong Learning’, regarding the submission 
of proposals for the act ‘Mobile Libraries’ was canceled in 2011 with the excuse that the new policy of the Ministry required the planning of a 
new co-funding intervention for libraries, but also because no proposal was submitted from any beneficiary for this specific Invitation. See 
Ministry of Education, lifelong learning and Religious Affairs (2011).   
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2. Mobile Libraries, Public libraries and School Libraries: Institutions in transition 
 
It would be useful here to provide some evidence regarding the function of Public Libraries in Greece. Public 
Libraries belong to popular libraries, and comprise libraries, which their use is free and accessible for all members 
of the community being supported by public financial resources. In using the adjective ‘popular’, we would like to 
emphasize the role and potential of libraries in allowing for the enhancement of citizen’s education, while with the 
adjective ‘public’ we would like to concentrate on the fact that the provision of knowledge and information and the 
services offered by a library towards this direction comprise a public good, to which all citizens are entitled for 
free. Public Libraries in Greece are state run, they are supervised by the Ministry of Education and Religious 
Affairs and amount to 46 across the whole country. 29 out of the total of 46 maintain or used to maintain Mobile 
Libraries with 39 currently, 20 preexistent ones and 19 new, mobile units-book-cars, which support the educational 
work and meet students’ demands for information but also entertainment.4 The objective is to complement for the 
absence of an adequate number and for the poor operation of school libraries, to ensure the connection of schools 
with national and international centers of information and to reinforce with OPEIVT the operation of 499 newly 
founded School Libraries in corresponding schools.5 
It is important to note that school libraries in Greece have traversed a long course of instability and unfulfilled 
expectations and that these 499 School Libraries were the first institutionalized School Libraries established in 
Greece (Bikos and Papadimitriou, 2013; Bikos, Papadimitriou, and Giannakopoulos, 2013). During the period of 
their operation mobile libraries have performed important work, as it is shown in the evaluation conducted by 
Zosimea Public Central Library, which collected data from a number of participating libraries across the country 
providing an estimate for the contribution of Mobile Libraries’ to the function of educational institutions in remote 
areas as well.6  
A sense of the activity of the 28 Mobile Libraries and of the 35 book-cars in operation for 2003 (Tzinieri - 
Tzanetakou, 2006) becomes apparent in the following numbers: 
Book Collections:  302.306 volumes 
Borrowings: 1.000.000 proofs 
Borrowing Centers: 1.907 
Number of Users: 131.164 
Number of Students:  125.898   
Despite their obvious and significant input, mobile libraries were shut down one after the other when OPEIVT I 
and II came into completion that is in 2008. To try and assess their current state and the state of the art concerned 
with their operation and impact is an increasingly difficult task. Part of the difficulty lies in the particularities of 
their operation but also lack of adequate researches and surveys on this significant form of public education. 
What is then the current, in 2013, state of the art of mobile libraries in Greece? On trying to answer this 
question the gap in the literature become immediately visible, as well as the lack of relevant official data. We set 
out to investigate their operation drawing up a survey based on questionnaires and attempt to fill this gap in the 
literature. 
3. Our survey: methods, questions and results 
 We prepared and sent out to 29 mobile libraries our especially designed questionnaire with closed-ended and 
open-ended questions. Statistical analysis of the answers and the drawing of a number of conclusions followed 
which we present in this part of the paper. We would like to begin by addressing the limitations and difficulties, 
 
 
4 See Official Papers, Hellenic Republic “Operating Rules for Libraries”. Available in: http://www.lib.uom.gr/heal-link-
copyright/images/copyright/kanonismleitourgbibl-b-1173-2003.pdf  
5 See for example, “School Libraries, Mobile Libraries”, http://www.ekt.gr/school-library/kinites.htm 
6 The data for the evaluation of mobile libraries connected to Zosimea Public Central Historic Library of Ioannina, are accessible in the 
following website: http://vivl-ioann.ioa.sch.gr/?page_id=35.  
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which we became confronted in the course of our survey. For a start, it was not possible to receive answers from 
all the 29 mobile libraries (we received only 20 answers in total), due to the reluctance or lack of available 
information among the managers of mobile libraries, which had been shut down long ago. To many of the 
questions the managers answered approximately, as the necessary data was incomplete or missing altogether. On 
the whole and as far as numeric data concerning the mobile units one could note that ‘the scenery is rather cloudy’, 
a fact tied also to the fluidity connected to the operation of lending libraries tied to the ‘vehicle’ of book-cars (since 
by definition and in practice they are constantly on the move something which makes the attempt to fix statistics as 
to their function harder).  
From the total of the answers obtained we present here the most indicative of them:  
 
• The majority of mobile libraries in operation in Greece were a part of the Public and School Libraries. They 
covered school units, but also visited other book lending centers as well. School Libraries and their role appears 
thus fundamental for the operation of mobile libraries, the majority of mobile libraries’ public being students of 
the Elementary and Junior High School, fewer of High School, or undergraduates.  
• Since mobile libraries functioned mainly as school libraries, schools were on the top priority of the list in the 
centers, which they visited. Communities, cultural associations, Open Care Centers for Elderly People, camps, 
military camps, community or public libraries, parents’ associations, prisons follow in order.  The variety of 
borrowing centers, which their function serviced confirms both their educational and cultural in the widest sense 
role. 
• Book-cars toured the Greek periphery and made available a great amount of books from their collections to 
cater for the needs of their users. All of them had borrowing facilities, and one could also borrow audiovisual 
material while internet facilities were also available. A few of them participated in, or organized cultural events, 
as well providing entertainment as well as information and knowledge. 
• The profile of the average user appears to be the following:  students 6-14 years, girls, reading mainly children’s 
literature.  From the analysis of the answers given to our questionnaires from mobile libraries’ staff, we 
concluded that:  
1. The majority of the users comprises age groups between 6-14 and 15-21 years old, that is age groups 
included in both students and undergraduates.  
2. Women visited more often the book-cars.   
3. The public preferred children’s and adolescence literature, which is directly correlated with the age group 
of the users. The majority of the mobile libraries had only a few adult users. It seems that adult men were 
the most difficult users to attend. There is no wonder though, since we are talking about provincial areas, 
where stereotypes for men and what is peculiar to the male role, at an older time still persists. 
The above conclusions are written in the past tense, since the most important –and most discouraging– finding 
derived from our research is that nowadays –in 2013– just a few mobile libraries, only five to be precise, continue 
their operation (more specifically the following are still in operation: the Mobile Libraries of Veria, 
Eleftheroupolis, Konitsa, Larissa and Chios). It seems that the key reason explaining for the shutdown of the 
majority of the mobile units was the lack of financial resources after the ending of OPEIVT project.  
At the end of this project, during the period 2008-11, practically all, or the majority of mobile units shut down, 
as there was no other program to replace the former one and provide financial assistance which would ensure their 
operation. Thus, book-cars, once means which would animate geographically or socially remote regions, were 
disabled and parked in garages, while their material was used by the central libraries, or it was stored with the hope 
that it would be used again in the future. 
The few mobile libraries, which continued their operation succeeded exactly because some other organization 
supported them. This seems that it could have been a possible solution for the other existing but closed libraries 
and to this direction all the decision makers should have been alerted. Due to the current financial crisis and period 
of recession Greece is undergoing effective solutions do not appear to have been given, in respect to the case of 
mobile units as part of Public National Libraries. However, one must mention that in Greece – fortunately – some 
other significant mobile libraries ‘are moving’, the mobile libraries of some Municipalities in the country, which 
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are staffed with experienced personnel and supplied with a large number of books of various subjects, and continue 
to peregrinate to the country. 
Closing, we should point out that the primary aim of mobile units of the libraries has been to cater for the need 
of groups coming from the less privileged socioeconomic layers, who have had a restricted –due to income, 
culture, habits, daily routine or geographical area of residence– access to knowledge, information, culture and 
levels of literacy. Thus, mobile libraries operated and operate as popular rather than public libraries. This entails 
that to understand better and more accurately their social role, or to instrumentalize their use in more effective 
ways for the public good we need to focus not only on their ability to provide free services, as extensions of civil 
and national Services, but also to their public nature thinking about the social profiles of their users in all its 
diversity. 
The social mission connected to the operation of mobile libraries has been routinely tied to the assumption 
about the obligations of the welfare state, which emerges in the 20th century, at the same time when the institution 
of mobile libraries emerges. Such an obligation concerns the duty of the state to offer the ‘public’ good of culture, 
education through institutions such as schools and every kind and variety (national and public) of Libraries to all 
citizens indiscriminately including even those who cannot afford, mainly due to financial reasons, the cost of these 
goods on their own expense.  
The policies launched by the welfare state as part of educational and cultural policies which include 
considerations and sites such as the Library and the School, the so-called social policy, is a way of meeting the 
social rights of the citizens, the rights that is which each citizen claims and demands from the state and which 
comprise benefits which ensure the minimum for a ‘civilized’ living for himself and his family (Bikos, 2009: 155-
157, 228). The importance of a consideration of mobile libraries and of their operation in the context of issues of 
social policy as discussed above is made even more urgent if one takes into account the fact that mobile libraries 
often and in practice operate as mobile school libraries. 
This educational policy is also part of the welfare state policy, in a sense, as undergraduate students are also 
considered unable to ensure access to knowledge and information while relying on their own means. Yet social 
policy concerns and addresses a wider understanding of the social domain, which is not limited to groups, which 
who do not have the adequate resources to secure for themselves a comfortable standard of living. A useful 
example could be the so-called countervailing educational policy (Prompona, 2003: 125), which the modern 
welfare state could implement in its educational institutions, in its primary and secondary schools, but also through 
its libraries.  
On a separate note, if we accept that the welfare state should provide citizens with those goods/benefits which 
ensure a minimum level of good or (given the current adverse financial/economical conditions) tolerable living, 
the good of education - cultivation, which is linked with the operation of each Library should be taken into 
consideration while securing such a level of living (Voutsakis, Leontsini, 2003). This is the case not simply 
because libraries and the access to education comprise a public good, that is a good from which benefits not only 
the person who ‘receives’ it, but also the society in which the person lives, but also because it is also commonly 
accepted that a society with educated members with equal rights of access to culture functions better giving rise to 
citizens as politically active participants. 
4. Instead of epilogue 
Today, in 2013, only a few mobile public/school libraries are left in Greece and continue to offer important 
service catering for school visits, but also acting as borrowing centers in the region of their activity. One example 
is the mobile library of Konitsa, which visits schools in remote areas, offering library and information services.  
Another comprises the mobile library of Eleftheroupolis. Several mobile Municipal Libraries, such as the mobile 
library of Municipality of Chania, or Municipality of Ilioupoli, continue their activity as well. 
      The mobile Public and Municipal libraries operate in parallel with a new form of library: the exchange 
libraries, which are temporary constructions giving the opportunity for exchanging books on a voluntarily base and 
on an open framework, without any subscriptions, fees or timetable. Exchange libraries offer an alternative 
approach to the traditional concept of public library, with the aim to promote the feeling of social contribution and 
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community interaction. They try to reshape the public space aesthetically and promise cultural and educational 
immersion.  This movement, expanding worldwide, takes different shapes, one of which is the mobile exchanging 
libraries –in Athens at the moment there are three outdoor exchanging libraries, one of which a mobile one– with 
typical examples being the ones carried on a specially adapted for this purpose vehicle.  This way, through the 
exchange of books in a public area the library itself is transfigured to a vehicle, a vehicle of everyday 
communication between people.  
Exchange libraries offer a great way for books to travel across Greece. This institution should expand, firstly 
because it has the potential of meeting the demands of our time taking into consideration the condition of financial 
crisis, which deprives a great number of the financially weak from the opportunity to access the world of books, 
helping to strengthen the spirit of voluntarism, create mutual help and contact between our fellow citizens. Its role 
may be complementary to and not replace the idea of the book-car and the systematically organized and supported 
from the Public Library services offered to the users. All above activities could hardly not fill the gap of book-cars, 
which should convey knowledge to remote areas, but unfortunately remain inactive and decommissioned today.  
Many things need to be done. First of all and sine qua non a brave decision from decision makers to support the 
institution and provide the funds which would allow the necessary administrative–financial assistance that could 
secure its good operation. In addition to this, new supportive structures, as already done by mobile libraries in 
operation, should be researched.  
This subject however has different aspect, which needs to be considered, the viewpoint, or perspective of the 
user. Libraries are now developing across a new framework, which addresses all citizens:  apart from role as 
knowledge centers they function as meeting points and cultural areas. Mobile libraries may also acquire such an 
identity and role, motivating users and acting as cultural meeting points to promote the positive self-development 
of the citizens.  
The motivation of the users, the encouragement of participatory action, utilizing volunteers could be exploited 
in many ways. For example, many permanent libraries successfully implement programs, which simulate mobile 
units (such as programs bringing volunteers and books to elderly people and other housebound people). This is a 
fundamental aspect in the identity of the mobile libraries to cite the Unesco manifesto where ‘the services of a 
public library should be addressed to all on the basis of equality of access for all, regardless of age, race, sex, 
religion, nationality, language or social status […], specific services and materials must be provided for those who 
cannot, for whatever reason, use the regular services and materials, for example linguistic minorities, people with 
disabilities or people in hospital or prison [and] a clear policy must be formulated, defining objectives, priorities 
and services in relation to the local community needs’.  
As a consequence, services have to be made physically accessible to all members of the community a principle 
which requires for its implementation outreach services for those unable to visit the library and the adaptation of 
library services to the different needs of communities in rural and urban areas, functions which the mobile library 
may serve. Book-cars need to be launched again and moreover, due to increased financial constraints connected to 
the conditions of economic recession Greece is undergoing, their operation is deemed particularly important both 
for educational and social reasons as such libraries have the potential to implement measures which may balance 
geographical and social inequality.  
Democracy and prosperity of the state requires equal opportunities.  
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